…we can locally and globally free our blocked ears, and jolt our thickened hearts, to attend to, and to be compassionate toward, countless cries across the world -ones like Zainabu Sesay's cry, "It burns, it buuuurrns like fire. " That cry reached me from Sierra Leone through the voice of Donald G. McNeil writing in the International Herald Tribune about the "Poor destined to die in pain" (2) . Mrs. Sesay's tumour, now burst through her skin, looks like a "putrid head of cauliflower," and she will cry to death in unrelieved pain. Why? Because morphine is too costly? Not really. It is largely because morphine is simply not available.
It is also because Zainabu Sesay lives in a culture poor in medical knowledge and paralyzed by outmoded fears about morphine and the relief of pain. The tragic convergence "is that for millions of people around the globe, excruciating pain is an inescapable reality of life" (3) .
Unless… …we in the developed, rich, and privileged countries of the world awaken to realize, and mobilize ourselves to act on the realization, that no ethic of humanity can find accommodation with the fact that Europe and North America dominate the consumption of the world's available opiate medication for the treatment of moderate to severe pain. As recently as four years ago, these two populations accounted for "approximately 96 percent of the world's Fentanyl consumption, 89 percent of the world's morphine consumption, and 97 percent of the world's oxycodone consumption" (4). We, the privileged of this world, are sleepwalking through the centre of an ongoing international injustice. However, we would labour in the fog of another moral illusion were we to think that these so dispossessed of basic rights as to suffer relentless and neglected pain live only in the poor and resource-bereft countries of the world. Many in the privileged countries live and die under the dominion of grossly neglected pain, and that pain will continue to exercise dominion… Unless… …and until we realize, and wake up to act on the realization, that suffering people everywhere in the world have an unshakeable right in the ethics of humanity to demand every proportionate means available to relieve relentless pain and symptom distress. Within that ethics of humanity, doctors have the mission, and the sacred obligation of fidelity to those in suffering, to free people from the dominion of pain that undermines, and can destroy, human dignity. This emancipation of people from pain will not happen, however, so long as myths about the hastening of death and the triggering of addiction, as well as doctors' fears about opiate regulatory surveillance and possible legal prosecution, continue to condition physicians to go just so far, and far from far enough, to give suffering people the pain relief they need and have every right to request and expect. The widespread emancipation of people from pain will likely not happen so long as "the war on drugs," particularly in rich and privileged countries, continues to invade and paralyze the humane practice of medicine (5) .
Well, shall pain have no dominion?
Pain will increasingly lose its dominion over human lives to the extent that the principle of solidarity, central to an ethics of humanity, gains ever-higher ascendancy. "Solidarity," a word of French origin that entered English-language usage during the first half of the last century, evokes a community of sharing interests, needs, aspirations, or sympathies. There is a community of need among all human beings for diverse levels of freedom if they are ever to explore and realize their range of personal possibilities. Human dignity both underpins and comes into expression through these freedoms, among which is the biologically and existentially basic freedom from those kinds of pain and suffering that reduce a human being to the experience of agony. If the preservation of human dignity commands that people be freed from the constant, wracking, and mind-twisting kinds of pain and suffering that separate a human being from self, from loved ones, and from the realization of personal goals, then the principle of solidarity has this central imperative: Let the community of sympathy and compassion match the community of need for freedom from pain. This imperative is an uncompromising rejection of the logic of exclusion, the logic that segregates people into classes of the privileged who receive the best care available and classes of the neglected who receive shoddy care or who are simply left unattended. As of now, those across the world in the class of the neglected defy counting (6) .
And shall pain be our lord?
If, as Albert Schweitzer has said, pain is a more terrible lord of mankind than even death itself, how much longer, and where, are we going to be so subservient and so inhumane as to stay kneeling in obeisance to that wretched lord?
